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REFLECTING AND INFLUENCING AMERICAN SOCIETY: 
FEMALE REPORTERS ON THE NETW()RK EVENING NEWS, 1969-1989 

TENNESSEE SCHOLAR PROJECT 









The Network evening news is both a reflection of society and an influence on society. The 
differences, if any, that exist in the representation of male and female reporters have 
important implications for the network news industry and society itself. 
In reviewing the literature on this topic, one finds several journal articles and a major 
study by the US Commission on Civil Rights in 1977 and 1979. The government study 
detailed vast inequalities in the employment of female reporters. The journal articles are 
most often updates to that landmark study. They contain important information but are very 
limited in scope. 
This project presents a personally designed study to more effectively evaluate the role 
of female reporters. From sampling broadcasts in 1969, 1979, and 1989, it was discovered 
that female reporters have made progress in the number and prestige of stories they cover. 
But their progress has not approached the level of male reporters. Their share of reported 
stories was only 14.6% in 1989, a decrease from 15.6% in 1979. Females also cover fewer 
lead stories, and the topics of their stories are not as varied as male reporters. 
It is concluded that a strong case for sex discrimination could be made in the network 
news industry. The data indicates a veneer of progress by W0111en in society. The progress 
achieved since 1969 is not sufficient advancement for 51 % of society. Moreover, the data 
froln 1979 and 1989 suggests that females have reached a plateau in their fight for equality 
and are now on a downward slope. The network news must realize its role of influencing 
society and seek to project true equality through equal representation of ma1e and female 
reporters. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Television has long been considered a two-sided medium, one which both reflects and 
influences society. Thus the network evening news has unique importance as it aims to 
transmit information about society back to society. It is retlective by the information it 
gleans from America, and it is influential by its portrayal of America. Certainly the 
broadcaster of such news is very indicative of the society to which he or she is 
communicating. If female reporters have a different role than their male counterparts, that 
has implications not only for the network news industry but also for society and its treatment 
of women. 
This project analyzes the role of female reporters on the network evening news for 
two purposes. First, it evaluates the network news industry and the career status of female 
reporters. Second, it provides valuable information on American society and the statlls of 
women. 
Included in this report are three sections: a review of the literature addressing this 
topic, the results of a self-conducted data analysis of the evening news, and a discussion of 
the significance of the findings to the network news industry and to society. Appendi x A 
details the methodology of the data collection and presents the structure of the Database file. 
Appendix B details suggestions for enlarging the scope of the data collected and the analysis 
made in this report. 
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1. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
A review of the literature examining women in the network evening news is necessary to 
establish what type of studies have already been conducted and what they have uncovered. 
1.1 U. S. Commission on Civil Rights 
Window Dressing on the Set: Women and Minoriries in Television was the title of the 1977 
study published by the U. S. Commission on Civil Rights. It discovered that women and 
minorities were vastly underrepresented in the broadcast role and that their stories were often 
of issues pertaining to their race or sex 0:50-51). The report concludes with the assertion 
that the portrayal of women and minorities by the network news suggests that "minorities and 
women may not matter (55)." A 1979 update found that employment had lInproved, but 
women still reported stories falling under the traditional sphere of women's interests although 
the prestige of their stories had increased (2: 31). 
1.2 Journal Articles 
The studies conducted by the U. S. Commission on Civil Rights initiated several journal 
articles focusing on women in broadcast positions. A review of the major articles follows. 
1.2.2 Loy A. Singleton and Stephanie L. Cook (982) 
Singleton and Cook evaluated the story topics assigned to male and female network news 
reporters. They concluded that the assignments made to women had vastly improved in 
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scope and importance since the report by the U. S. Commission on Civil Rights; but, 
overall, coverage by female reporters was considerahly less than their male colleagues 
(3:491). 
1.2.1 Anthony J. Ferri (988) 

Ferri examined how broadcasters perceived their gender to affect their careers. The results 

showed that women broadcasters think their physical appearance is overenlphasized. They 

also see their gender as an inhibiting factor for joh promotion. Their perceived career 

barriers are probably true of women in most professions (4:667). 

1.2.3 Vernon A. Stone (1988) 

Stone discovered through his survey sent to commercial 'T'Y stations that women had made a 

six percent gain in elnployment as broadcasters from 1979 to 1986. The growth, however, 

began to level off in the mid-1980's (5:290). 

1.2.4 Dhyana Ziegler and Alisa White (1990) 

Ziegler and White examine the percentage of female reporters compared with males and the 

topics of their stories. They found female reporters to be underrepresented by a ratio of 7: 1 

in 1987 and 1989. The number of topics covered by females was also less than those 

covered by male reporters (6:218-219). 
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1.3 The Case for Further Research 
As illustrated by the existing literature on women in broadcast roles~ the need for further 
research in this area is very apparent. Not many studies have addressed the topic, and the 
ones that have are all very limited in scope. The Zieg1er article was the most extensive 
analysis since the U. S. Commission on Civil Rights, but it only surveyed three weeks of 
broadcasts. Such a randolll sampling is not sufficient because the evening news is event 
driven. It is not randomly ordered. To acquire accurate statistics that do not either 
understate or overstate the role of female reporters, one mllst sample the news in Jarge 
blocks of time. Yearly analysis is best. The existing research also confines itself to 
updating prior research. But when the prior research is insufficient in its sampling, that 
undermines the validity of the analysis. The ideal study of the evening news would begin 
with the earliest records, extend to the present, and include sampling of whole years. 
2. DATA COLLECTION 
In order to provide a more complete and precise analysis, I have designed my own study of 
WOlnen reporters in the network evening news. Utilizing the Television News Index and 
Abstracts, every week day broadcast on ABC~ CBS. and NBC was surveyed from January to 
August of 1969, 1979, and 1989 (7). This study provides reliabJe data on a twenty-year time 
span and detennines whether the problem is such to warrant a more extensive study. 
Appendix A contains an in-depth description of the precise methods used to accomplish this 
study. 
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2.1 Story Distribution 
The most revealing data collected was the overall distribution of stories to male and female 
reporters. In 1969, male reporters covered all but one percent of the stories on ABC and 
CBS and all but two percent on NBC (See Table 1). This was very surprising since the 
earliest study on female reporters analyzed 1975 and found they comprised 11.8 percent of 
network news reporters (1 :51). Such a low tigure for 1969 was not expected. In 1979, 
female reporters increased their share to 16 percent on ABC, 12 percent on CBS, and 19 
percent on NBC. The 1989 statistics were particularly disturbing as they did not contain 
such a marked increase. CBS did increase its use of female reporters to 21 percent, but 
ABC dropped to 9 percent and NBC to 13 percent. Thus female reporters have experienced 
remarkable growth since 1969, but they stil1 have an extremely low appearance rate. CBS 
should be commended for both the percentage and volume of its female reporters in 
comparison to the other networks. The decrease in female reporters on ABC and NBC from 
1979 to 1989 is indeed quite alarming to the industry and society. 
2.1 Lead Story Distribution 
Not only do female reporters report far less stories overall, they only infrequently receive the 
lead story in a broadcast. In 1969 only 3 of the 244 lead stories were covered by a female 
(See Table 2). In 1979 they reported 14 percent of lead stories on ABC, 21 percent on CBS, 
and 25 percent on NBC. But by 1989 ABC drops to 2 percent, NBC to 9 percent, and CBS 
jumps to 32 percent. This is a very revealing statistic indicating a lack of prestige for female 
reporters since the lead stories are by far the most important. Moreover, the distribution of 
-5­


















FEMALE REPORTERS 11 8 17 2 














































FEMALE REPORTERS 81 9 202 21 101 13 
TOTAL 890 100 974 100 754 100 










MALE REPORTERS 44 100 126 100 71 96 
FEMALE REPORTERS o o o o 3 4 




















































FEMALE REPORTERS 2 2 39 32 10 9 
TOTAL 120 100 123 100 115 100 
lead stories within a gender is evenly distributed among male reporters but very lopsided 
among female reporters. For instance, on CBS Lesley Stahl alone accounts for 18 of the 21 
lead stories for females in 1979 and 21 of the 39 in 1989. Rita Braver adds another 15 in 
1989. In contrast, 36 different males reported lead stories on CBS in 1979 and 26 in 1989. 
Thus the networks assign this prestigious type of story to a variety of male reporters but only 
to one or two select female reporters, if at all. This data is very similar to the data from 
overall story distribution as it shows progress by CBS in contrast to great regression by ABC 
and NBC from 1979 to 1989 in the status of its female reporters. 
2.3 Topic Distribution 
The distribution of story topics among male and female reporters demonstrates how 
perceived notions of gender roles affect story assignment. Stories were coded into nine 
major categories that are Inajor topical areas of news events and are also associated with 
traditional gender stereotypes: 
• Foreign Affairs 




• Environment/Natural Resources 
• Business/Economy 
• Disaster/Tragedy 
• Feature Stories 
• Military/Technology 
• Entertain ment and Sports 
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2.3. 1 Overall Data 
Tables 3, 4, and 5 detail the yearly distribution of story topics to female reporters on the 
three networks. Since 1969 only contains 36 stories by female reporters, its statistics in this 
area are negligible. Tables 3 and 4 reinforce the Singleton study revealing better topic 
assignment for women reporters in 1979 than before, but it also shows that women do not 
cover the variety of stories men do. In 1979, the networks are remarkably similar in the 
topics covered by female reporters as they tend to most often cover foreign affairs, social 
issues, and lJS government. They have a lopsided concentration in these areas and are not 
nearly as diversified in the topics they cover as male reporters are. Comparing 1979 to 
1989, much remains the same except for progress by females in the feature story area and a 
25 % share of US government stories by females on CBS. Those 
are the only encouraging signs amid less coverage of the environment and business and what 
remains an overa1l poor distribution of story topics in comparison to male reporters. Most 
disturbing is that the distribution of topics among women in 1989 was not an improvement 
over 1979. Topics of female reporters were still concentrated in domestic events and did not 
extend considerably into male-dominated areas of stories such as business, disaster, 
environment, and the prestigious role of feature stories. 
2.3.2 Data on Major Topics 
Another Ineans of analyzing the data on story assignment is to examine the gender 
distribution in the most popular topic areas. Taking the four lTIOSt covered topics, foreign 
affairs, social issues, US government, and environment, Figure 1 highlights the abundance of 
-9­












Foreign Affairs 833 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Social Issues 653 7 1.1 5 0.8 6 0.9 
US Government 459 4 0.9 1 0.2 2 0.4 
Environment 112 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Sports 105 1 1.0 2 1.9 2 1.9 
TOTAL 2235 81 3.6 202 9.0 101 4.5 
FIGURE 1. 
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domestic stories covered by female reporters. Considering that in 1989 foreign affairs 
comprised 36 % of all stories, the lack of stories by females in this area is particularly low. 
Figure 1 basically gives one an idea of how lopsided the story assignment is in favor of men 
in the foreign affairs arena. The topic of US government is the only one where females have 
any respectable percentage. 
3. ANALYSIS 
As noted in the introduction, this data can be used in analysis of both the network news as an 
industry and as a meaningful indicator of society. 
3.1 Imponance to the Network News Industry 
One can definitively conclude from this data that female reporters are not given equal 
broadcast time or status on the network evening news~ that has very important implications 
for the network news industry. In 1989,51 % of the US population is being represented only 
14.6% of the time in reports on the evening news. That does not even consider the fact that 
all three news anchors are male. Certainly there is a case to be made for sex discrimination 
in hiring or job assignment by the network news. This study verifies that. There is also a 
case to be made for sex discrimination in story assignment. Female reporters do not receive 
their adequate share of lead stories or feature stories. Moreover, they are not given an even 
distribution of story topics. The case can most assuredly be made for sex discrimination on 
the part of the network news industry. A more extensive study would help establish the 
claim. (See Appendix B). Also of great importance to the network news industry is the 
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demonstration from this study that ABC and NBC fall way behind the lead of CBS in giving 
female reporters airtime. While CBS is still legions behind what one would expect to find by 
means of female reporters on the evening news, the condition of ABC and NBC (which is 
somewhat better than ABC) makes CBS look like a crusader for female reporters. 
3.1 Imponance to American Society 
This study has considerable importance for American society. The relevance comes in two 
forms: its reflection of America and its intluence on America. 
3.1.1 Reflecting Society 
To the extent that television retlects society, it shows a curious pattern of progress by 
women. The 1969 data implies a strictly minor role in society. That 1.3% appearance rate 
inflated itself to 15.6% in just ten years. Absolutely, progress had been made from 1969 to 
1979. However, in 1989 the statistics drop to fema1es comprising just 14.6% of the total 
stories on the news. That is indeed alarming especially considering the fact that females 
should have had the opportunity to establish themselves on the networks through increased 
experience. After all, the evening news does not have the characteristics that some career 
fields do which make males a more natural success. Society 1ikes to think of itself as equally 
favorable to both genders, but a 14.6% to 85.4% ratio is not equal at all. Wide differences 
still exist in the opportunities afforded to males in comparison to females. These statistics 
suggest that society's progress in gender treatment is not as extensive as it is thought to be. 
Indeed the progress achieved by women's rights movements in the 1970's may have been 
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undermined by the backlash which defeated the ERA amendment. And while this data only 
has 1989 as its latest point of accumulation, just watch the network evening news in 1992 
and observe how many female reporters appear and the context in which they appear. The 
situation remains much the same since 1989. As revealed by this project, critical inequalities 
in gender relations lurk beneath the veneer of equality. 
3.1.2 Influencing Society 
To the extent that television influences society, these statistics are further troubling. While 
women now have the Lesley Stahl's for role models that they did not have thirty years ago, 
their role models are few and far between. There are many males who are highly visibly, 
but there are only a few females to represent 51 % of the population. Lesley Stahl, Connie 
Chung, and Dianne Sawyer have initiated a positive gender influence, but that influence is 
confined to a few good women and not an entire gender. Strides have been made since 
1969, but they take the form of baby steps. The network evening news is not paving the 
way for women to achieve an equal status with men but is subtly reinforcing the fact that on 
the whole men are more capable and certainly more preferable to women. That is not the 
influence Alnerican society needs. 
CONCLUSION 
Television indeed exerts a powerful influence on its viewers. It is the number one tool of 
mass communication. People pay attention to television and are socialized by it. For these 
reasons and others, television and especially the network evening news must be held 
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accountable for any discrimination it may present to society. Television has an enormous 
potential to benefit society through the example it sets in its programming. It should not 
simply dismiss its responsibility by asserting its role of retlecting society. Far more 
important is television's role of influencing society. Every effort should be taken to assure 
that the influence encourages progress and equality. In the case of representation of female 
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APPENDIX A: DBASE FILE AND EXPLANATION 

PAGE: Tells the page number of where the broadcast is found in the abstracts. 

DATE: Indicates the date of the broadcast. 

NET: U sed to tell which of the three major networks broadcasted the story. "A" for A Be 

"C" for CBS, and "Nit for NBC. 

REPTR: Contains the name of the reporter. 

SEX: The sex of the reporter is listed here. I" for males and "2" for females. 
11 




ANC: This refers to the sex of the anchor person. 

LEAD: If the story is the lead story of a broadcast. then a "111 is placed here. 

COMM: If any comments need to be made about this story such as the reasons for coding it 

into the chosen topical area, there is space here for such additional information. 

Two other categories were initially included, run time and segment, but were eliminated 
after data from a preliminary study of CBS showed the categories to be unrevealing. Run 
time measured the length of the story. Both genders had nearly equal averages. Females 
even had a longer run time average in 1979 on CBS than males. It is felt that this does not 
show any significant trend since most stories are of similar length except for the longer 
feature stories. 
The category of segment also was not very revealing. Both genders once again had 
similar statistics. This was perhaps due to the methodology that categorized each story in the 
segment it begins in rather that the segment most of the run t1 me lies in. For instance, a 
19­
story occurring at 5:39:50 was labeled as occurring in the first segment even though only ten 
seconds of it were in the first ten minutes. 
Explanation needs to be made for failure to lise information frolll the category of 
anchor. The sex of the anchor was, in every instance but seven, male. This was obviollsly 
expected since the networks all have a male in their anchor position. The absence of females 
in this position is nonetheless important as it further illustrates their second-rate status in the 
broadcast industry. 
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APPENDIX B: FUTURE SUGGESTIONS FOR THIS PROJECT 

Based upon the results of this study, a definite discrepancy exists between the roles of 
male and female reporters on the network evening news. This project just touches the tip of 
the iceberg, but it does establish that a problem exists and thus provides impetus for the idea 
of further research. First of all, lTIOre extensive data analysis should be made. It is 
suggested that a lTIOre comprehensive plan include complete yearly analysis of all three 
networks in 1969, 1979, 1989. In addition, midpoint years should be included to help in the 
determination of what societal events influenced the progress made by female reporters. 
Data from the latest Vanderbilt Archives collection would also make the study more relevant 
to the present time. Further research would not just be constrained to expanding the time 
scope but 111ight also entail the examination of the careers of individual female reporters for 
comparison with their male colleagues to discover overall longevity in the reporter's onscreen 
role. Interviews with network reporters would be ideal. Most importantly, an expansion of 
this project would include in- depth analysis of why such a discrepancy as this occurs. Such 
analysis would entail much more knowledge and time than I have to offer. It would no 
doubt make a fine dissertation. 
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